This study explored the feasibility of using webcasting as a possible intervention technique to deal with the late arrival of International students who are unable to attend University on day one of their postgraduate programmes.
INTRODUCTION
The aim of the project is to investigate the feasibility of using webcasting as a means of enhancing the integration experience of International students studying on Masters programmes at Glasgow Caledonian University (GCU). The specific focus is centered on those students who are unable to attend GCU on day one of their programmes within the School of Engineering and Computing (SEC). The study does not attempt to investigate the reasons for this lateness which can be for a whole variety of reasons including visa problems.
For many staff within SEC the late arrival of International students onto their programmes and modules has been a matter of fact for years. This lateness places both the students and staff involved in an awkward position with regard to how best to get new students up to speed and back on track with their peers.
The project looked at what was possible by running a small pilot and then seeking the views of the students on its viability. This will aim to find out if the technology required to run the pilot would be available to them and to gain their views on how they think this technology might be of value to them as part of their learning experience here at GCU. It is expected that this will help prepare the students who make the transition from home to here less stressful.
Where to start?
To attempt to put this study into context it was decided to firstly gather data for the current Academic year 2009/10 to see if the anecdotal stories concerning the late arrival were correct. The feeling of many colleagues teaching on the Masters programmes was that the late arrival of certain overseas students to GCU was putting their studies at risk. This project is aimed at investigating the prospect of using webcasting as a ITALICS Volume 10 Issue 2 June 2011 -ISSN: 1473-7507 means of helping those students to get involved as early as possible with their programme of study and to look at the possibility of early interaction with their peers.
The first thing was to try and put the issue of lateness into context at GCU by collecting data from the planning department; (see Figures 1 & 2 below) . This data showed the total number of overseas students and indicated when they actually registered compared to when they were expected to register. It is assumed that, for overseas students, the registration date is very highly likely to be correlated to the date on which they first start to attend classes here at GCU. The issue of lateness was further analysed to provide a breakdown across the University. The following types of data were also extracted from the data and showed the potential issues that lateness has across the University and not just within SEC e.g.
• breakdown of late student registrations by place of domicile;
• breakdown of late student registrations by school;
• breakdown of late student registrations by programme;
• breakdown of late student registrations for SEC by programme.
From the data gleaned from the Figures 1 & 2 and the assumption that there is a direct relationship between registration date and first start in class then there does appear to be an issue. At first glance this late arrival would clearly seem to be a problem and as such requires consideration of appropriate intervention techniques to help the students involved become integrated into life at GCU as quickly as possible. With a semester only lasting twelve teaching weeks it is clear that the number of days late could have a detrimental effect on student progression.
Where to now?
This report continues with a review of some of the literature that has been written to try and gain an insight into any conclusions that researchers have made in this area. This is followed by a review of some of the technology products which are available on the market. The methodology section outlines the work that was carried out and gives an overview of the issues that were encountered and the solutions that were taken to overcome these problems. This leads to the results that have been found and an evaluation of how well the pilot study was received. Finally the results will be discussed and compared with the conclusions made by the research conducted in the early stages of this project. This will allow a conclusion to be made by combining the whole project's findings, and determining whether the research question has been successfully answered.
LITERATURE REVIEW
It is suggested that many variables affect the experience of students, and in particular international students, not only here at GCU but the Higher Education community as a whole. Variables such as finance, social and institutional integration and student background and circumstances, Cabrera et al (1993) , have long been cited as factors which contributed to the students experience and ultimately to their decision to remain or withdraw from their programme of study. Tinto's model (1975) suggested that integration is crucial for a positive academic outcome for the students involved. This integration was described in two ways: 1) social integration; and 2) institutional integration.
Many studies based on Tinto's work on student retention felt that his theory had its' limitations. Bean (1982) proposed his attrition model which recognizes five main factors which influence student retention and progression with integration once again being highlighted as one of the main factors. Bean also identified the need for students to be able to get involved at the academic level so that they can influence their own academic careers. This was also a key finding of work carried out by Astin (1984) . His involvement theory described the implications for current practice and research. Another aspect of his work centred on the idea that one of the most important sources of influence on students is that of their peers.
These ideas appear to align themselves with work carried out by Lave (1990) who argues that learning as it normally occurs is a function of the activity, environment and culture in which it occurs. Thus, social interaction is seen as a critical component of situated learning where learners become involved in a "community of practice". Similarly, Bandura's (1977) work on social learning theory states that most human behaviour is learned through observation of watching someone perform a task which the observer can then try to imitate or replicate at a later stage.
These ideas of communities of practice and observational learning form the basis of our ideas of using webcasting to help students overcome early difficulties of non-attendance by way of their late arrival here at GCU. They can of-course be of benefit to all students irrespective of their status at GCU. Many modules at GCU are Blackboard (2010) enabled where communication channels such as discussion forums and email allow students to learn from each other as well as from their tutors. Powerpoint copies of lectures, lab material, tutorials, demonstrations and solutions are usually all available via this managed learning environment (MLE). Students can communicate with staff and their peers when looking for help on any particular topic. Similarly, Vygotsky's (1974) idea of the zone of proximal development and Bruner's (1984) proposal of scaffolding seem to the author to fit nicely with the social learning and even some constructivist theories. A key aspect of the MLE is that the students can themselves contribute to the community. The ability to create and share ideas with other members of the community can be of benefit to all who have access to the MLE, including those who don't contribute but who actively check out the pages i.e. lurkers, Nonnecke & Preece (2000) .
However, herein lies a problem with the use of Blackboard as administered here at GCU. Only registered students have access to Blackboard and hence the material. The problem being looked at here is for those students who have been unable to get here for day one, for whatever reason. As they aren't here it is likely that many of them have not self registered and as such will not have access to any source materials as things currently stand.
As the Internet has become a large aspect of most people's daily lives it has greatly influenced the way we communicate, search for information, learn new skills, consume media and publish content online. It is reported that 88% of students access online media on a daily basis, ComScore (2007), and consider themselves as being "Internet and tech-savvy". Students are also more willing to use new technology presented to them to supplement both their education and their personal lives, Greenhow et al (2009) . The use of Internet technologies and infrastructures used to support virtual communities have evolved from providing electronic mailing lists, bulletin boards and chat to social networking tools such as wikis and blogs, and social networking sites such as Facebook (2010), mySpace (2010) and others proliferate. Many argue that the new possibilities of these so called Web 2.0 tools are resulting in a fundamental shift in the way that we work and learn Alexander (2006); Downes (2006) ; O'Hear (2006) . This idea of the tech savvy student, Benson (2008) , may well be worth exploring later as the use of technology in this project will be fundamental to its successful running.
In "Listening to the learners voice" Conole (2008) explored several questions regarding the way that students were working with these new tools and how they were using them to learn. Also, equally important were the questions concerning the implications for how faculty create and maintain a supportive learning environment maximising the potential of these technologies and how institutions should introduce these technologies. Perhaps there is an ethical consideration which needs to be explored concerning the use of technology: just because we can does it necessarily mean that we should and what are the implications for social inclusion and equality for all? See Sinclair et al (2007) for a review of the literature on this particular topic.
According to Loveless (2002) ; Green and Hannon (2007); Luckin et al (2008) the creative use of digital technologies within formal education has been slow to be realised, and has largely conformed to existing institutional practices, rather than taking advantage of the suggested benefits of these technologies for collaboration and knowledge generation. However, a major concern of many educators with regard to the introduction of new technology is its potential to exclude those who may not have access to it, or may not be able to use it. Regardless of what research may indicate concerning positive effects of technology on student learning, technology will be of limited use in achieving the goals if it is not available to all students. Again, this has potential implications for this project and will need to be explored.
Over and above the technology issues are the social issues that overseas/international students face. Many students believe that they are further disadvantaged over the homegrown students due to institutional and cultural differences which can make them feel vulnerable. This feeling of vulnerability added to the way current web tools and resources are administered at GCU may well have implications on how this project can proceed.
METHODOLOGY
The review of the literature has indicated that the use of information technology has benefitted the student learning experience and that much emphasis is now moving towards the use of newer technologies. New networking hardware and ever faster communication options have opened doors for further improvements in mass communication for everyone and with these communication opportunities comes the prospects of this type of project being investigated, invested in and finally being implemented.
With regard to our specific issue of late arrivals within SEC it seems to the author that any intervention techniques that try and address this lateness will be worth investigating. As the Internet has accelerated due to new methods of data transfer and new telecommunications media like VoIP (Video/Voice Over Internet Protocol) have been developed. Web conferencing has also advanced and progressed far beyond its initial functionality and has been enriched further, making it possible for meetings to occur in real-time, with handson interaction and advanced multimedia integration. With web conferencing you can share audio and video, share documents and share computer screens. You can even set up whiteboard facilities to allow collaboration between and with documents of all types. With webcasting you should be able to do all of these things but ideally from within the browser environment and in real-time. This project looks at the use of webcasting to see if it is a viable tool for the teaching profession. If students have access to the required hardware and can take part in the webcasts it is proposed that this can indeed help to improve the student learning experience. Although, the effectiveness of such a system would have to be thoroughly evaluated it is highly likely, in the authors view, that International students are likely to benefit from the early interaction and communication opportunities that such a system is likely to offer.
Technology considerations
While investigating this project it soon became apparent that there are many potential products which could be used to carry out such a project. This is a small selection of the products which are currently available on the market but the features they claim to have suggest that the concept of webcasting is worthy of consideration for educators. Of course this leads once again to the question of whether educators should being using these sorts of technologies. One of the drivers for introducing new technology should be the enhancement of the student experience! Ultimately, what's in it for the student is more important than what's in it for the educators. The ideal situation should be a win-win for both parties.
There are likely to be very many different scenarios in which webcasting could be used as a teaching tool, including:
• providing audio or visual formats of existing and new programme material;
• using visual prompts to help explain difficult concepts in your lectures;
• keeping in touch with students (and former students) wherever they are;
• keeping students up to date by delivering important programme information.
Pilot run
As well as carrying out the investigation into finding out what technologies are available to bring about the project it was decided to actually run a couple of lectures which would be captured using one of the reviewed technologies. This was to help us find out what the process was like in setting up any required hardware and to iron out any problems that were found when using the chosen system. It was also a good opportunity to get the students involved and to gauge their response to the use of the system and to seek their views on some of the questions highlighted in earlier sections.
To prepare for the actual webcasting there was a period of planning which focused on questions like:
• how best to introduce the technology?;
• what technology to use?; and • which student cohort to use?
The plan was to use the DimDim product as this had been used on a previous occasion and to carry out a pilot run using one of the Masters modules which was predominantly taken by International students. However, when testing prior to the actual event, a few technical glitches caused a change of plan which resulted in GoToMeeting being used. This proved to be an able replacement and worked well enough for the product to be used again in the second pilot run. So, in the end a couple of different products were used to carry out the pilot evaluation. Before, capturing the webcast material the students were told about what was going to happen and it was explained that this was a pilot study investigating the use of webcasting. We had no students from our cohort actively participating in the webcast but there were some online University participants in the form of staff and research students. They verified that they could join the webinar successfully from various locations on campus but they did not interact directly with the presenter by asking questions; so that aspect of the webcast was not directly tested at that time.
The pilot runs showed that it was possible to carry out a small scale test using a couple of different systems by recording data in two fifteen minute slots. This was deemed adequate to allow us to prove the concept was viable and to show that the chosen systems worked reasonably well. The success of the pilot runs raised other questions concerning the students and their learning experience, e.g.
• what will students gain by taking part in such a system?;
• can all students get involved?;
• if they can get involved what sort of participation would the students be comfortable with?;
• would the students like this type of learning environment; and • would it help them with their learning?
Survey
As part of planning for the use of the system it was decided to probe the students by way of a questionnaire to see if any of the questions could be answered. A simple questionnaire that had a small number of questions, was in plain English and wouldn't take much time to complete was put together. This was down to the chosen cohort of Masters students' not all being English first language speakers. The student views were sought at the end of second pilot run. Again, the process was explained prior to being given to the students and they were told that they did not have to take apart in the survey. The aim of the simple survey was to seek the views of the students on the use of webcasting as a possible solution to the problem of non attendance and to see if the students would have access to appropriate computing resources to allow them to participate in the webcasting sessions if they were back home. This also sought to find out if the concept was deemed to be a good one and more importantly to find out if such a solution was to be fully implemented that our students would be able to view and participate in the project and perhaps even offer an insight into what they actually thought of the proposal.
For our pilot runs there were only a few online attendees. The bulk of the audience was the student cohort who would have had a lecture at that time. The webcast material was also made available to them via the Windows Media Server that exists within the University and at an externally hosted web site.
DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

Technology overview
As the project was about finding out what is possible the author did not spend time evaluating different products in a test case scenario, see TopTenReviews (2010) if interested in such a products review.
One of the systems suggested in section 3 was the use of Windows Media Services which the University has in place. Our configuration does have the potential to act as a lecture webcasting system but only for a small number of users, see Figure 4 below. The system offers the potential of live remote viewing and on demand replay of course material using streaming audio and video over the Internet.
Possible webcasting equipment - Figure 4 The recorded material was made available for testing purposes on the University system, as well as on another externally hosted machine and appeared to be of acceptable standard. There were no live webcasting sessions run using the University system; it was used to house only the recorded data for later student access, which in truth is how much webinar material is accessed. Students did access the material but this was likely to be a curiosity factor rather than a real learning opportunity. The pilot runs that we undertook did clearly show the potential of such systems and were used to consider the viability of such a project; although a full scale test of the facilities would need to be carried out.
Student Survey
At the end of the second webinar session a simple questionnaire of four closed questions, see below, was presented to the students. It was felt that this would be a good way of getting direct answers to specific questions concerning technology access and suggested participation levels of overseas students. These questions were based on discussions with staff concerning the efficacy of the whole project.
In the first cohort a total of 21 students from an audience of 28 MSc. students responded to the questionnaire. These students were all overseas studying at Masters level on the Wireless Networks and Wireless Communications Systems programmes. To help supplement the small number of respondents from the first cohort a second cohort of 10 students were given the questionnaire. These students were given access to the previously recorded webinar material via the University VLE and asked their views at the end of their session.
Question 1 was used to put the whole issue of late arrival into context. The question wanted to know just how many of the cohorts actually had been able to attend the first lecture of this programme.
Q. Did you manage to arrive at GCU for the first lecture of your first semester of study? Discussion: Here it would appear that the use of webinars was seen by everyone to be useful for those students who could not attend at the start of the module. At first glance this appears to be thumbs up for the whole project concept. However, for the author, it leads to other questions that perhaps need further querying concerning the whole issue of scaffolding. It could be interpreted as perhaps the outcome is not surprising as students are always likely to say yes to getting/wanting additional material to help them get through. So, maybe this question doesn't tell us anything of any great value. A follow up question asking students to identify what they perceive the benefits of using such a system would be more beneficial! Question 3 was used to get a feel for the students' access to technology back home. There would be no point in proposing this sort of solution if students would not be able to participate in the webinar.
Q. At your home location, do you have access to Internet resources to allow you to join in an online webinar?
Results: 1 st cohort, 19 Yes, 2 No 2 nd cohort, 10 Yes, 0 No Discussion: A couple of the students did not have access to appropriate Internet resources and as such would not have been able to participate in the webinar project. This might not have been an issue as we might have been fortunate with our small cohort e.g. the 2 students who would not have been able to participate back home might already be here at GCU and therefore didn't have to participate on line! However, in general, this is a major concern about the use of technology and clearly underlines that technology enhanced student initiatives must also make use of other 'scaffolding' techniques to help prepare all of our students.
Again, we could have followed this up by trying to find out what equipment it was that they didn't have access to and perhaps try to find out reasons why? e.g. where there geographic issues or cost implications? Similarly, just because they had access to the equipment required doesn't mean that they would be fully conversant with its use. This may also have to be followed up by further probing into their skills at using such equipment, so we might have asked them to rate themselves as users of audio and video equipment. Again, if they do not have the necessary skills to use such equipment or have access to the required technology to become involved then this has implications for its being rolled out across University programmes.
Question 4 was used to get a feel for the requirements of the technology to be used. As not all of the investigated solutions work in the same way it was felt that it would be useful to know if the actual images of the lecturer/presenter should be included with the lecture material.
Q. Do you think that including the video image of a lecturer as s/he speaks is useful in a webinar? Discussion: Nearly all of the students thought that the images of the presenter should be available as part of the webinar. Again, perhaps this needs to be followed up by asking why it is felt to be important to all of our students or is it a no-brainer in the sense that it would be an obvious help to the students in getting to know their lecturers before they actually turn up! Overall, the feedback from the questionnaire about the use of the proposed technology solution from students was positive. It did, however, raise other concerns and questions which should be followed up by either a follow up questionnaire or by interviewing the students (although that might itself cause problems as English is not the students' first language). If, in general we agree that the prospects of such a system would be of benefit to the students then we need to be concerned with the costs of setting up such a system.
Staff and technology considerations
Each of the webcasting sessions took place using standard University equipment as provided in the lecture rooms. The products that we used required very little effort in configuration or set up time. However, the cost of setting up and operating a fully functioning campus wide system is likely to be complex. These costs can be disaggregated into three components: 1) the streaming media, web, and database servers; 2) the audio/video equipment in rooms; and 3) staff training to fully utilise the equipment.
For those who are interested in trying some of the products it is possible to try many of the identified products for free in a time limited way. Bearing in mind that the project was an investigation into the webcasting area these were adequate resources but would need to be tested in a more robust fashion if they were to be considered for rolling out across the University campus.
DISCUSSION AND FUTURE WORK
Webcasting is not a new technology but it is becoming more widely available. With ever increasing network speeds the use of live video streaming is becoming common place. The use of such technologies in the home has meant that this is now becoming viable for student participation; not just on distance learning programmes but also on other programmes which traditionally have used normal face-to-face delivery mechanisms.
This has raised concerns for management and administrative staff about how the availability of MLE material is managed. However, very many students are comfortable using so called web 2.0 tools to be found on many alternative systems. For the webcasting proposal we find that the current in place Blackboard system at GCU doesn't support this although the Kaltura product could be integrated to provide a starting point for such a solution. The problem being that as things stand only registered students can access any such material. As stated earlier, herein lies the problem; students who arrive late at GCU are unlikely to have registered and therefore do not have access to the material. What may be required are more public access areas which can be made available for anyone, anyplace, anytime.
Webcasting and other such technologies may be a partial solution but we must be aware of the potential problems as we get students to interact with the video/media to carry out specific tasks as our brief questionnaire shows. Feedback from the questionnaire about the use of the proposed technology solution from students was positive. It did, however, raise other questions and concerns which could possibly be followed up as future work. One obvious area would be with regard to the type of participation, if any, that students get involved with. In our test scenario all our students were essentially passive participants but would they be comfortable getting actively involved if using the system online, and to what degree?
Many of our questions and answers raised the issue of further questions which should be followed up. Even the issue of lateness could be investigated further to attempt to see if this is a unique situation at GCU or if this is a common event occurring at other institutions.
CONCLUSIONS
An investigation into the use of possible webcasting technologies to help International students integrate at GCU was undertaken in the second semester of academic year 2009/10. The main focus was to concentrate on looking to provide a solution for students who have problems attending the first day of their programmes. However, before looking at the various technologies a data collection phase tried to put the size of the problem into perspective rather than relying on previous anecdotal evidence. From analysing the data it did appear to suggest that there was a problem in this area and that it should certainly be explored further. One suggested intervention technique was to look at providing the webcasting solution and the setup of a repository for providing programme materials and discussion opportunities for Masters' students similar to a social networking site or virtual learning environment.
Two fifteen minute sections from two different lectures were recorded and the views of the students and attendees of the webcast were sought via a questionnaire. This was carried out to help with the evaluation of the proposed solution. Based on the findings it would appear that most of the students thought that the idea was a good one and that they would have been able to get involved if they were viewing the webinar back home. A couple of different technologies solutions were actually used and a few more were outlined as having the potential to be used.
This report briefly identified potential webcasting systems and provided the results of a small scale trial evaluation of a couple of the systems. The author believes that in cooperation with other campus researchers and organizations, a system should be evaluated more thoroughly. A series of experiments should be conducted that attempt to assess the impact and usefulness of the technologies which are now available. It may well be time to move the system to a permanently funded service organization on campus which will allow for continued research along the lines of previous investigations into participation in distance education. These investigations could help to reduce barriers to faculty participation in distance education, and to provide support services that will ensure student access to high-quality instructional programs and materials and could help continue to foster the ideas of communities of practice. The suggested benefits of setting up such a system include the following: 1. connecting learners and educators with each other; 2. connecting learners with learners; 3. improving access to programme related materials; 4. reducing stress of being late; 5. sharing outcomes of the investigation.
In the present context of rapid globalization there is the likelihood that, in the medium to short term, more international students will be arriving at GCU campuses. The findings in this investigation could well be used to form policy and practice at GCU and might well promote a more successful integration of our overseas students from a social and institutional perspective which has become a central aim of most higher education establishments.
As webcasting, web conferencing and video-conferencing can be used for communicating and sharing knowledge at a distance this seems an obvious benefit for any students who get involved in using these types of student initiatives. This is more obviously true for students who are still back home. However, let's not get carried away as much of this type of communication lacks media richness e.g. normal webcasting is quite often not an interactive occasion. Ultimately, the author thinks that when they do eventually get here, our international students should feel that their integration period here at GCU will be easier and perhaps a little less stressful if they have managed to take part in any of the webcasting and/or social networking opportunities that we might be able to provide.
Overall, the author believes that the results of the trial pilot runs and the feedback from the questionnaire, even though it was a small sample size, have put a positive slant on the webcasting proposition and although raising some further questions it would seem to be worthy of a full scale investigation.
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
My thanks go to many staff at the University who provided the author with resources to get this project completed, particularly those staff involved in the pilot runs and in proof reading the report.
